Background
==========

Non-melanoma skin cancer (NMSC), comprised of basal cell (BCC) and squamous cell (SCC) carcinomas, is the most common cancer in Caucasians, with more than one million new cases diagnosed annually in the United States (U.S.) alone \[[@B1]\]. While the mortality associated with NMSC is low \[[@B2],[@B3]\], patients with multiple NMSC's may experience substantial morbidity, and treatment costs for NMSC are high at the national level \[[@B4]\]. Furthermore, a history of NMSC has been consistently associated with increased risk of subsequent primary cancers of other sites in studies from both the U.S. and Europe \[[@B5]-[@B13]\].

Ultraviolet radiation (UVR) exposure is considered the most important environmental risk factor for both BCC and SCC. However, the precise relationship between UVR and the risk of NMSC is complex, and the relationship may differ by skin cancer type. Starting in the late 1950s, researchers began to identify total (cumulative) outdoor sunlight exposure hours and sunlight exposure on working and non-working days \[[@B14]-[@B19]\] as risk factors for NMSC. Results from these studies suggested that BCC and SCC may have different exposure-response relationships with sunlight.

Patterns of sunlight exposure are continuous (i.e. persons working outdoors or living in a geographic region with a high annual UV index) or intermittent (i.e. persons working indoors and experiencing most of their sunlight exposure on the weekends or while vacationing to regions with a higher UV index than their place of residence). Timing of sunlight exposure refers to the period of life during which the majority of a person's sunlight exposure was experienced: childhood/adolescence, adulthood or both. Evidence from previous studies suggests that intermittent and childhood sunlight exposure may be important for the pathogenesis of BCC, whereas continuous, lifelong sunlight exposure may be important for SCC \[[@B20]-[@B24]\].

To further understand the relationship between sunlight exposure and risk of NMSC, a case--control study was conducted to investigate measures of patterns (intermittent vs. continuous) and timing (childhood vs. adulthood) of sunlight exposure in BCC and SCC. A major limitation of previously published studies is that they do not present direct comparisons between BCC and SCC from the same study population for associations with measures of patterns and timing of sunlight exposure. Therefore, differences in the observed associations may be explained by methodological inconsistencies in exposure measurement between study populations that investigate BCC or SCC alone. This is the first case--control study to simultaneously evaluate identical measures of patterns and timing of sunlight exposure as they are related to both BCC and SCC in the same U.S. population with high annual UVR exposure. The goal of the current study was to identify potential differences or similarities in sunlight exposure responses for BCC and SCC risk.

Methods
=======

Study design and population
---------------------------

A clinic-based case--control study was conducted to evaluate the relationship between patterns and timing of sunlight exposure and risk of BCC and SCC. Complete study procedures have been described in detail elsewhere \[[@B25]\]. The University of South Florida (USF) Dermatology (D) clinic served as the primary location for recruitment of NMSC cases, comprised of patients with histologically-confirmed BCC or SCC. Control participants were recruited from the USF Family Medicine (FM) clinic and Moffitt's Lifetime Cancer Screening & Prevention (LCS) clinic. Controls were individuals who self-reported no history of skin or other types of cancer and underwent a skin cancer screening exam at the time of study enrollment and screened negative for skin cancer. Additionally, patients that screened positive for a suspicious lesion, underwent a biopsy and were determined to be negative for skin cancer were also included as controls. All participants were recruited between October 30, 2006 and December 24, 2008. All participants provided written informed consent, and all study procedures were approved by the institutional review board at the University of South Florida.

Participation rates for the USF-D, the USF-FM, and LCS clinics were 80%, 47%, and 65%, respectively. There were no statistically significant differences in age or gender between those NMSC patients who agreed to participate and those that refused. A total of 358 controls, 245 BCC cases and 191 SCC cases were enrolled. The current study population was restricted to participants that provided complete questionnaire data (Controls: n = 358; BCC: n = 222; SCC: n = 170) and to White individuals and includes 218 BCC and 169 SCC cases and 316 controls, between the ages of 18 and 80.

Exposure assessment
-------------------

Self-administered questionnaires were used to obtain information on sunlight exposures and potential confounding factors, including age, gender, ethnicity, education, eye and hair color, ever smoking, skin sensitivity to sunlight exposure (measured by skin reaction to one hour of sunlight exposure for the first time without sunscreen), and tanning ability (measured by change in skin color to repeated exposure to the summer sun). Patterns of sunlight exposure were measured using questions on history of blistering sunburn (yes/no), ever having a job in the sunlight for ≥3 months (yes/no), the number of years with a job in the sunlight for ≥3 months (\<1, 1--5, 6--10, or \>10 years), lifetime frequency of tanning bed use (≤10, 11--50, 51--100, \>100 times), frequency of sunscreen application with a sunlight protection factor (SPF) of ≥15 when outside for more than 15 minutes during the summer (always, often, sometimes, rarely, never), and the number of hours of mid-day sunlight exposure on a typical weekday (\<1, 1--2, 3--4, 5--6 hours) and weekend day (\<1, 1--2, 3--4, 5--6 hours) in the summer during one's teen years, twenties, thirties, and the past ten years prior to study enrollment. Experiencing blistering sunburn is considered a marker of intermittent sunlight exposure. Additionally, using sunscreen always/often or rarely/never is considered experiencing continuous sunlight exposure and using sunscreen some of time is considered intermittent sunlight exposure.

Timing of sunlight exposure was measured using questions on the age at which a blistering sunburn was experienced (≤5, 6--10, 11--15, 16--20, \>20 years), the number of moles larger than one quarter of an inch in diameter on the forearms (none, \<10, 10--25, \>25 moles) and on the entire body (none, \<10, 10--25, \>25 moles), the age at first tanning bed use (≤15, 16--20, \>20 years), and the number of hours of mid-day sunlight exposure on a typical weekday (\<1, 1--2, 3--4, 5--6 hours) and weekend day (\<1, 1--2, 3--4, 5--6 hours) in the summer during one's teen years, twenties, thirties, and in the past ten years prior to study enrollment. The presence of moles is considered an indicator of increased sunlight exposure in childhood or adolescence \[[@B26]-[@B31]\].

Statistical analysis
--------------------

Demographic and skin cancer risk factors were compared between cases and controls using the chi-square test. To test whether measures of patterns or timing of sunlight exposure were associated with BCC or SCC, separate odds ratios (OR) and corresponding 95% confidence intervals (CI) for each skin cancer type were calculated using unconditional logistic regression. Backward stepwise elimination was used to identify confounders from those factors previously shown to be associated with sunlight exposure and NMSC, including age (as a continuous variable), gender, ethnicity, education, eye, hair, and un-tanned skin color, cutaneous sensitivity and tanning ability to sunlight exposure, history of ever smoking, and alcohol consumption in the past year. Each factor retained in the model at p \< .10 was included in the final regression models; these factors included age, gender, ethnicity, education, eye and hair color, cutaneous sensitivity, tanning ability, and history of ever smoking. Variance inflation factors and Pearson correlation coefficients were estimated to identify multicollinear relationships between independent risk factors. No collinearity between co-factors and measures of patterns and timing of sunlight exposure was observed. Tests for trend in associations between measures of patterns and timing of sunlight exposure in BCC/SCC were conducted by assigning ordinal values to each category and including the ordinal variable in the logistic regression model.

Factors associated with skin susceptibility to sunlight exposure have the potential to be factors on the causal pathway between UVR exposure and skin cancer. Therefore, to demonstrate the impact of these factors on the associations of interest, we present results from two different multivariate analyses. The first multivariate analysis adjusted for demographic and lifestyle factors only (i.e. age, gender, education, and history of ever smoking) and the second adjusted for demographic and lifestyle factors, as well as measures of skin susceptibility to sunlight exposure (i.e. ethnicity, eye and hair color, cutaneous sensitivity and tanning ability to sunlight exposure).

Utilizing data collected on the number of hours of sunlight exposure experienced on a typical weekday and weekend day during the summer in different time periods, summary scores were calculated. To measure cumulative sunlight exposure in *early life* (i.e. teens, twenties, and thirties), a median value was applied to each category of hours of sunlight exposure (\<1 hour = 0.5; 1--2 hours = 1.5; 3--4 hours = 3.5; 5--6 hours = 5.5) on a weekday and weekend day. The median values for weekday and weekend sunlight exposure were first summed for each age group, then summed across age groups (i.e. teens, twenties, and thirties) and finally divided into three categories: low, medium, and high. For intermittent sunlight exposure in *early life*, median values were once again applied to each category of hours of sunlight exposure. The ratio of median hours on a weekend day relative to that on a weekday was estimated separately for one's teen years, twenties, and thirties, summed across the three decades, and then divided into three groups: low (representing continuous sunlight exposure), medium, and high. Analyses including summary scores measuring sunlight exposure in *early life* were restricted to participants who were ≥40 years of age.

For patterns of sunlight exposure by age at exposure (i.e. one's teens, twenties, thirties, and the 10 years prior to study enrollment), the participant was considered as having had *continuous sunlight exposure* if the reported number of hours of weekday sunlight exposure (1--2 or 3--6 hours) equaled that of weekend sunlight exposure (1--2 or 3--6 hours). However, if the reported number of hours of weekday sunlight exposure was less than that of weekend sunlight exposure, then the participant was considered as having *intermittent* sunlight exposure. Participants classified as having *continuous* or *intermittent* sunlight exposure were compared to participants with \<1 hour of sunlight exposure on a typical weekday and weekend day. Daily sunlight exposure by age at exposure was measured by summing the median values of weekday and weekend hours of sunlight exposure and then dividing the values into three categories: low, medium, and high, independently for each time period.

The likelihood ratio test (LRT) was used to compare the statistical significance of the differences in effect sizes between BCC and SCC for each sun-related factor measured. Multiple testing was accounted for using Bonferroni correction. All analyses were performed using the SAS statistical software package (version 9.1.3; SAS Institute).

Results
=======

Demographic, lifestyle, and skin susceptibility factors are presented for cases and controls in Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}. Compared to controls, cases were significantly more likely to be older in age (BCC: p = \<.0001; SCC: p = \<.0001), male (BCC: p = \<.0001; SCC: p = \<.0001), less educated (BCC: p = 0.0004; SCC: p = 0.001), and ever smokers (BCC: p = 0.002; SCC: p = \<.0001). Additionally, NMSC cases were more likely to have light eye and hair color, a greater tendency to burn and a lesser tendency to tan from sunlight exposure, compared to controls.

###### 

Demographic, lifestyle, and skin cancer risk factors in BCC and SCC cases and controls

                                               **Controls (n = 316)**   **BCC (n=218)**   **SCC (n = 169)**                
  -------------------------------------------- ------------------------ ----------------- ------------------- ------------ ---------
  Age mean (S.D.)                              55.6 (11.8)              62.8 (11.9)       \<.0001             64.8 (9.6)   \<.0001
  Age (years)                                                                                                              
  18--29                                       9 (2.9)                  1 (0.5)           \<.0001             1 (0.6)      \<.0001
  30--39                                       21 (6.7)                 6 (2.8)                               2 (1.2)       
  40--49                                       55 (17.4)                24 (11.0)                             10 (5.9)      
  50--59                                       109 (34.5)               46 (21.1)                             30 (17.8)     
  60--69                                       88 (27.9)                64 (29.4)                             68 (40.2)     
  70--80                                       34 (10.8)                77 (35.3)                             58 (34.3)     
  Gender                                                                                                                   
  Male                                         117 (37.0)               133 (61.0)        \<.0001             108 (63.9)   \<.0001
  Female                                       199 (63.0)               85 (39.0)                             61 (36.1)     
  Ethnicity                                                                                                                
  Non-Hispanic                                 280 (88.6)               208 (95.4)        0.003               161 (95.3)   0.0003
  Hispanic                                     32 (10.1)                7 (3.2)                               2 (1.2)       
  Education                                                                                                                
  ≤12 years                                    32 (10.1)                46 (21.1)         0.0004              36 (21.3)    0.001
  \>12 years                                   280 (88.6)               168 (77.1)                            129 (76.3)    
  Smoked 100 cigarettes                                                                                                    
  Never                                        161 (50.9)               81 (37.2)         0.002               51 (30.2)    \<.0001
  Ever                                         154 (48.7)               134 (61.5)                            114 (67.5)    
  Alcohol consumption                                                                                                      
  ≥ 1 drink in past year                       274 (86.7)               177 (81.2)        0.09                130 (76.9)   0.02
  No drinks in past year                       40 (12.7)                39 (17.9)                             35 (20.7)     
  Eye color                                                                                                                
  Blue                                         94 (29.7)                87 (40.0)         0.009               69 (40.8)    0.02
  Green                                        50 (16.1)                24 (11.0)                             25 (14.8)     
  Hazel                                        52 (16.5)                48 (22.0)                             31 (18.3)     
  Light brown                                  36 (11.4)                22 (10.1)                             18 (10.7)     
  Dark brown                                   80 (25.3)                35 (16.1)                             22 (13.0)     
  Hair Color                                                                                                               
  Black/Brown                                  245 (77.5)               152 (69.7)        0.04                113 (66.9)   0.02
  Blonde/Red                                   70 (22.2)                65 (29.8)                             53 (31.4)     
  Color of un-tanned skin                                                                                                  
  White                                        299 (94.9)               209 (96.3)        0.38                161 (95.3)   0.55
  Brown                                        15 (4.8)                 7 (3.2)                               6 (3.6)       
  Cutaneous sensitivity to sunlight exposure                                                                               
  Sunburn with blisters                        29 (9.2)                 33 (15.1)         0.0001              22 (13.0)    0.005
  Sunburn w/o blisters                         96 (30.4)                95 (43.6)                             71 (42.0)     
  Mild sunburn/tan                             144 (45.6)               65 (29.8)                             50 (29.6)     
  Tan/no change color                          44 (13.9)                21 (9.6)                              22 (13.0)     
  Tanning ability to sunlight exposure                                                                                     
  It is unable to tan                          22 (7.0)                 15 (6.9)          0.04                26 (15.4)    \<.0001
  Tan if you work at it                        103 (32.6)               93 (42.7)                             77 (45.6)     
  It tans easily                               186 (58.9)               104 (47.7)                            62 (37.6)     

^1^p-value for chi-square test.

Associations between patterns of sunlight exposure and NMSC are presented in Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}. When adjusting for demographic and lifestyle factors only, a history of blistering sunburn was positively associated with both BCC (OR = 1.96, 95% CI = 1.27-3.03) and SCC (OR = 2.02, 95% CI = 1.22-3.33). Ever having a job in the sunlight for ≥3 months was significantly associated with SCC (OR = 1.73, 95% CI = 1.06-2.83) but not BCC (OR = 1.38, 95% CI = 0.89-2.14). However, having a job in the sunlight for ≥3 months for \>10 years was significantly associated with both BCC (OR = 2.14, 95% CI = 1.12-4.11) and SCC (OR = 2.54, 95% CI = 1.23-5.28). With the exception of having a job in the sunlight for \>10 years, the associations described above were no longer statistically significant after skin susceptibility co-factors were added to the multivariate models. When adjusting for demographic and lifestyle factors only, no associations were observed between levels of cumulative sunlight exposure or patterns of exposure in one's twenties or thirties and either BCC or SCC. However, after additional adjustment for measures of skin susceptibility, high levels of cumulative sunlight exposure were associated with BCC (OR = 1.88, 95% CI = 1.07-3.31) and medium (OR = 2.36, 95% CI = 1.22-4.57) and high (OR = 2.47, 95% CI = 1.25-4.91) levels of cumulative sunlight exposure were significantly associated with SCC, compared to low levels in early life. Additionally, sunlight exposure in one's twenties was associated with SCC regardless of the pattern of exposure; specifically, an OR of 2.99 (95% CI = 1.19-7.48) was associated with continuous hours and an OR of 3.15 (95% CI = 1.27-7.83) was associated with intermittent hours of exposure compared to \<1 hour of sunlight exposure. Finally, in one's thirties, statistically significant associations were observed between intermittent hours of sunlight exposure and BCC (OR = 2.09, 95% CI = 1.11-3.93) while continuous hours of sunlight exposure were associated with SCC (OR = 2.25, 95% CI = 1.02-4.94), compared to \<1 hour of exposure, when adjusting for skin susceptibility co-factors. Regardless of the covariates included in the multivariate models, no statistically significant associations in BCC or SCC were observed with tanning bed use, sunscreen use, levels of intermittent sunlight exposure in early life, and patterns of sunlight exposure in one's teens and the past ten years prior to study enrollment.

###### 

Associations of measures of patterns of sunlight exposure in BCC and SCC cases and controls

                                   **Controls (n = 316)**   **Basal cell carcinoma (n = 218)**   **Squamous cell carcinoma (n = 169)**                                                      
  -------------------------------- ------------------------ ------------------------------------ --------------------------------------- ------------------ ------------ ------------------ ------------------
  Blistering Sunburn                                                                                                                                                                        
  No                               101 (32.3)               54 (25.0)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   38 (23.0)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Yes                              212 (67.7)               162 (75.0)                           1.96 (1.27-3.03)                        1.56 (0.96-2.54)   127 (77.0)   2.02 (1.22-3.33)   1.24 (0.71-2.18)
  Job in sun ≥3 months                                                                                                                                                                      
  No                               227 (72.8)               120 (55.3)                           1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   86 (51.8)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Yes                              85 (27.2)                97 (44.7)                            1.38 (0.89-2.14)                        1.31 (0.81-2.12)   80 (48.2)    1.73 (1.06-2.83)   1.72 (0.99-2.97)
  \# years with job                                                                                                                                                                          
  ≤10                              57 (18.7)                47 (22.3)                            1.17 (0.70-1.94)                        1.07 (0.61-1.86)   44 (27.0)    1.64 (0.94-2.86)   1.64 (0.88-3.07)
  \>10                             21 (6.9)                 44 (20.9)                            2.14 (1.12-4.11)                        2.12 (1.05-4.27)   33 (20.2)    2.54 (1.23-5.28)   2.36 (1.07-5.20)
                                                                                                 p~trend~ = 0.03                         p~trend~ = 0.06                 p~trend~ = 0.01    p~trend~ = 0.02
  Lifetime tanning bed use         209 (71.3)               175 (82.5)                           1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   127 (80.9)   1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Never used                       44 (15.0)                25 (11.8)                            0.99 (0.56-1.76)                        0.99 (0.53-1.82)   18 (11.5)    1.01 (0.52-1.98)   0.80 (0.38-1.71)
  1--10 times                      40 (13.7)                12 (5.7)                             0.64 (0.30-1.36)                        0.64 (0.30-1.36)   12 (7.6)     1.67 (0.75-3.73)   1.85 (0.74-4.62)
  \>10 times                                                                                     p~trend~ = 0.32                         p~trend~ = 0.20                 p~trend~ = 0.29    p~trend~ = 0.40
  Apply SPF^3^ ≥15                                                                                                                                                                          
  Always/often                     124 (39.6)               82 (37.8)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   53 (32.5)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Sometimes                        98 (31.3)                59 (27.2)                            0.79 (0.50-1.26)                        0.87 (0.52-1.45)   56 (34.4)    0.83 (0.49-1.42)   0.86 (0.47-1.59)
  Rarely/never                     91 (29.1)                76 (35.0)                            0.83 (0.52-1.32)                        0.93 (0.56-1.54)   54 (33.1)    0.79 (0.46-1.36)   0.87 (0.48-1.60)
  Cumulative sunlight exposure                                                                                                                                                              
  Low                              87 (32.3)                52 (27.4)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   35 (22.7)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Medium                           92 (34.2)                54 (28.4)                            1.02 (0.61-1.69)                        1.42 (0.81-2.50)   57 (37.0)    1.49 (0.84-2.64)   2.36 (1.22-4.57)
  High                             90 (33.5)                84 (44.2)                            1.37 (0.83-2.27)                        1.88 (1.07-3.31)   62 (40.3)    1.59 (0.88-2.87)   2.47 (1.25-4.91)
  Intermittent sunlight exposure                                                                                                                                                            
  Low                              91 (33.8)                80 (42.1)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   59 (38.3)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Medium                           84 (31.2)                52 (27.4)                            0.99 (0.60-1.64)                        1.26 (0.72-2.22)   46 (29.9)    1.25 (0.71-2.20)   1.58 (0.83-3.00)
  High                             94 (34.9)                58 (30.5)                            1.15 (0.70-1.88)                        1.23 (0.72-2.10)   49 (31.8)    1.48 (0.85-2.58)   1.57 (0.83-2.94)
  Patterns by age at exposure                                                                                                                                                               
  Teens                                                                                                                                                                                     
  \<1 hour                         18 (6.0)                 12 (6.0)                             1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   4 (2.5)      1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Continuous hours                 151 (50.0)               113 (56.8)                           1.04 (0.45-2.41)                        0.97 (0.38-2.48)   96 (60.4)    2.33 (0.69-7.90)   1.76 (0.48-6.47)
  Intermittent hours               133 (44.0)               74 (37.2)                            1.08 (0.46-2.54)                        1.10 (0.42-2.83)   59 (37.1)    2.26 (0.66-7.78)   1.86 (0.50-6.94)
  Twenties                                                                                                                                                                                  
  \<1 hour                         34 (11.3)                18 (9.0)                             1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   11 (6.9)     1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Continuous hours                 102 (33.9)               91 (45.5)                            1.36 (0.68-2.71)                        1.58 (0.75-3.36)   74 (46.5)    2.01 (0.86-4.67)   2.99 (1.19-7.48)
  Intermittent hours               165 (54.8)               91 (45.5)                            1.30 (0.66-2.56)                        1.56 (0.74-3.26)   74 (46.5)    2.11 (0.92-4.88)   3.15 (1.27-7.83)
  Thirties                                                                                                                                                                                  
  \<1 hour                         60 (20.5)                27 (13.6)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   18 (11.3)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Continuous hours                 85 (29.0)                79 (39.9)                            1.31 (0.72-2.40)                        1.77 (0.90-3.49)   69 (43.4)    1.55 (0.77-3.10)   2.25 (1.02-4.94)
  Intermittent hours               148 (50.5)               92 (46.5)                            1.38 (0.79-2.41)                        2.09 (1.11-3.93)   72 (45.3)    1.47 (0.76-2.85)   1.95 (0.92-4.12)
  Past 10 years                                                                                                                                                                             
  \<1 hour                         63 (28.6)                52 (30.2)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   49 (33.1)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Continuous hours                 74 (33.6)                83 (48.3)                            0.88 (0.51-1.52)                        1.14 (0.62-2.12)   64 (43.2)    0.81 (0.46-1.42)   1.35 (0.69-2.64)
  Intermittent hours               83 (37.7)                37 (21.5)                            0.57 (0.32-1.03)                        0.67 (0.35-1.28)   35 (23.6)    0.60 (0.33-1.10)   0.93 (0.46-1.89)

^1^Odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence intervals (CI) adjusted for age, gender, education, and history of ever smoking.

^2^OR and 95% CI adjusted for age, gender, education, history of ever smoking, ethnicity, eye and hair color, cutaneous sensitivity and tanning ability to sunlight exposure.

^3^SPF = sun protection factor.

Table [3](#T3){ref-type="table"} presents the associations between measures of timing of sunlight exposure and BCC and SCC. When adjusting for demographic and lifestyle factors only, associations with SCC were observed for the presence of ≥10 moles on the forearms (OR = 3.27, 95% CI = 1.12-9.58) and entire body (OR = 2.12, 95% CI = 1.11-4.06), compared to no moles. Similar associations were not observed with BCC. Experiencing a blistering sunburn in young childhood or adolescence was significantly associated with both BCC (\<10 years: OR = 1.97, 95% CI = 1.14-3.42; 10--20 years: OR = 2.15, 95% CI = 1.32-3.52) and SCC (\<10 years: OR = 2.25, 95% CI = 1.22-4.13; 10--20 years: OR = 2.37, 95% CI = 1.34-4.21), compared to never experiencing blistering sunburn. SCC cases were more likely to begin using a tanning bed prior to age 20 (OR = 1.97, 95% CI = 1.01-3.85), compared to never users. No significant associations with BCC were observed for age at first tanning bed use. Elevated OR estimates were observed for high levels of daily sunlight exposure during the summer with BCC and SCC across all time periods, however, none of these associations achieved statistical significance (Table [3](#T3){ref-type="table"}). When including measures of skin susceptibility to sunlight exposure to the multivariate models, little differences were observed in the magnitudes of associations between measures of timing of sunlight exposure and BCC/SCC.

###### 

Associations of measures of timing of sunlight exposure in BCC and SCC cases and controls

                                               **Controls (n = 316)**   **Basal cell carcinoma (n = 218)**   **Squamous cell carcinoma (n = 169)**                                                      
  -------------------------------------------- ------------------------ ------------------------------------ --------------------------------------- ------------------ ------------ ------------------ ------------------
  \# of moles on forearms                                                                                                                                                                                
  None                                         220 (71.4)               155 (71.8)                           1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   115 (69.7)   1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  \<10                                         80 (26.0)                53 (24.5)                            0.84 (0.54-1.31)                        0.65 (0.40-1.06)   39 (23.6)    0.92 (0.56-1.52)   0.94 (0.54-1.64)
  ≥10                                          8 (2.6)                  8 (3.7)                              1.65 (0.57-4.77)                        1.75 (0.55-5.61)   11 (6.7)     3.27 (1.12-9.58)   2.69 (0.75-9.59)
                                                                                                             p~trend~ = 0.96                         p~trend~ = 0.45                 p~trend~ = 0.25    p~trend~ = 0.43
  \# of moles on entire body                                                                                                                                                                             
  None                                         118 (39.1)               79 (36.9)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   56 (34.1)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  \<10                                         147 (48.7)               107 (50.0)                           1.11 (0.73-1.67)                        1.03 (0.66-1.60)   76 (46.3)    1.15 (0.72-1.86)   1.22 (0.71-2.09)
  ≥10                                          37 (12.3)                28 (13.1)                            1.18 (0.64-2.19)                        1.06 (0.55-2.04)   32 (19.5)    2.12 (1.11-4.06)   2.16 (1.03-4.52)
                                                                                                             p~trend~ = 0.54                         p~trend~ = 0.86                 p~trend~ = 0.04    p~trend~ = 0.06
  Age at 1^st^ blistering sunburn                                                                                                                                                                        
  None                                         101 (32.9)               54 (25.2)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   38 (23.5)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  \<10 years                                   62 (20.2)                47 (22.0)                            1.97 (1.14-3.42)                        1.35 (0.73-2.49)   46 (28.4)    2.25 (1.22-4.13)   1.07 (0.53-2.15)
  10--20 years                                 108 (35.2)               84 (39.3)                            2.15 (1.32-3.52)                        1.73 (1.00-2.99)   65 (40.1)    2.37 (1.34-4.21)   1.62 (0.86-3.04)
  \>20 years                                   36 (11.7)                29 (13.6)                            1.71 (0.89-3.28)                        1.67 (0.83-3.37)   13 (8.0)     0.96 (0.42-2.20)   0.81 (0.33-2.01)
                                                                                                             p~trend~ = 0.01                         p~trend~ = 0.05                 p~trend~ = 0.17    p~trend~ = 0.53
  Age at 1^st^ tanning bed use                                                                                                                                                                           
  Never used                                   209 (67.0)               175 (80.3)                           1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   127 (76.5)   1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  ≤20 years                                    38 (12.2)                20 (9.2)                             1.09 (0.58-2.06)                        1.10 (0.55-2.18)   23 (13.9)    1.97 (1.01-3.85)   1.97 (0.91-4.27)
  \>20 years                                   65 (20.8)                23 (10.6)                            0.64 (0.64-1.12)                        0.56 (0.30-1.05)   16 (9.6)     0.77 (0.40-1.50)   0.78 (0.37-1.65)
                                                                                                             p~trend~ = 0.46                         p~trend~ = 0.33                 p~trend~ = 0.96    p~trend~ = 0.98
  Daily sunlight exposure by age at exposure                                                                                                                                                            
  Teens                                                                                                                                                                                                 
  Low                                          63 (20.9)                27 (13.6)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   21 (13.2)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Medium                                       104 (34.4)               68 (34.2)                            1.28 (0.71-2.30)                        1.18 (0.62-2.25)   55 (34.6)    1.24 (0.64-2.42)   0.94 (0.45-1.97)
  High                                         135 (44.7)               104 (52.3)                           1.38 (0.78-2.43)                        1.47 (0.78-2.77)   83 (52.2)    1.43 (0.75-2.73)   1.40 (0.68-2.89)
  Twenties                                                                                                                                                                                              
  Low                                          121 (40.2)               62 (31.0)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   53 (33.3)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Medium                                       114 (37.9)               79 (39.5)                            1.20 (0.77-1.88)                        1.35 (0.82-2.21)   51 (32.1)    0.82 (0.49-1.37)   0.97 (0.54-1.73)
  High                                         66 (21.9)                59 (29.5)                            1.22 (0.73-2.31)                        1.31 (0.75-2.31)   55 (34.6)    1.40 (0.80-2.44)   1.56 (0.83-2.91)
  Thirties                                                                                                                                                                                              
  Low                                          152 (51.9)               87 (43.9)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   64 (40.3)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Medium                                       103 (35.2)               63 (31.8)                            0.90 (0.58-1.39)                        0.98 (0.60-1.58)   62 (39.0)    1.08 (0.66-1.75)   1.36 (0.78-2.37)
  High                                         38 (13.0)                48 (24.2)                            1.20 (0.68-2.10)                        1.28 (0.69-2.36)   33 (20.8)    1.15 (0.61-2.18)   1.30 (0.63-2.68)
  Past 10 years                                                                                                                                                                                         
  Low                                          126 (57.3)               76 (44.2)                            1.00 (reference)                        1.00 (reference)   80 (54.1)    1.00 (reference)   1.00 (reference)
  Medium                                       65 (29.5)                59 (34.3)                            1.05 (0.64-1.74)                        1.15 (0.66-2.01)   40 (27.0)    0.77 (0.45-1.31)   1.13 (0.61-2.10)
  High                                         29 (13.2)                37 (21.5)                            1.41 (0.74-2.68)                        1.62 (0.79-3.30)   28 (18.9)    1.16 (0.59-2.25)   1.57 (0.73-3.36)

^1^Odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence intervals (CI) adjusted for age, gender, education, and history of ever smoking.

^2^OR and 95% CI adjusted for age, gender, education, history of ever smoking, cutaneous sensitivity and tanning ability to sunlight exposure.

Discussion
==========

A clinic based case--control study was conducted to identify associations between patterns and timing of sunlight exposure and two types of NMSC, BCC and SCC. It has been suggested that BCC and SCC risk may differ by the patterns and timing in which sunlight exposure was received. Utilizing similar definitions of sunlight exposure (i.e. number of hours of sunlight exposure to define intermittent and continuous exposure) we investigated multiple measures of sunlight exposure in BCC and SCC simultaneously and did not observe differences in measures of intermittent and continuous patterns of sunlight exposure between the two types of skin cancer. For example, having a job in sun for \>10 years and cumulative sunlight exposure in early life were associated with both BCC and SCC. In addition, the appearance of ≥10 moles on the entire body was significantly associated with SCC but not BCC, although the LRT did not demonstrate statistically significant differences in the OR effect sizes in SCC versus BCC.

Findings from previous studies that aimed to quantify the association between the amount of sunlight exposure and NMSC suggested that intermittent sunlight exposure is associated with BCC \[[@B24],[@B32]\] while chronic sunlight exposure is associated with SCC \[[@B17],[@B20],[@B33]-[@B36]\]. Two of three previous case--control studies \[[@B20],[@B34],[@B37]\] observed associations between SCC and history of blistering sunburn while no associations have been previously reported with BCC \[[@B24],[@B34],[@B37],[@B38]\]. Blistering sunburn is believed to result from high doses of intense UVR exposure in short increments of time and is therefore considered a measure of intermittency. However, blistering sunburn is also a measure of cutaneous sensitivity to sunlight exposure and may explain the observed associations in our study population for both BCC and SCC when co-factors measuring skin susceptibility to sunlight exposure were excluded from the multivariate models.

It has been estimated that approximately 25% of lifetime sunlight exposure occurs before 18 years of age \[[@B39]\]. Young childhood and adolescence is considered a time period when individuals have greater vulnerability to toxic exposure, such as UVR \[[@B39]\]. Associations with first occurrence of blistering sunburn during childhood or adolescence (age periods prior to skin cancer diagnosis) were similar for BCC and SCC risk in our study population when adjusting for demographic and lifestyle factors but not skin susceptibility factors to sunlight exposure. Among residents of Western Australia, blistering sunburn between 10 to 14 years of age was associated with BCC \[[@B24]\] while sunburn between 35 to 39 years of age was associated with SCC \[[@B20]\]. Many epidemiologic studies have investigated the association between sunlight exposure in early childhood and nevus development and provide evidence that increasing sunlight exposure in early years of life is associated with melanocytic nevus development \[[@B26]-[@B31]\]. Since most nevi develop in childhood and early adolescence \[[@B26]-[@B31]\] and the number of moles on the body decrease with an increase in age \[[@B40]-[@B43]\] their presence in adulthood may be considered an indicator of high UV exposure in childhood. Self-reported presence of ≥10 moles on the entire body were significantly and positively associated with SCC in our study population. Similar results were not observed for BCC. A limited number of studies have reported findings for the association between the presence of moles and NMSC, of which, one case--control study from Western Australia \[[@B44]\] and one prospective cohort study of U.S. male health professionals \[[@B45]\] observed a positive dose--response relationship between an increasing number of moles and BCC. In contrast, among adults from the U.S. \[[@B37]\], the presence of moles was not associated with either BCC or SCC risk.

The current study has some limitations. Clinic based study populations are not necessarily representative samples of the general population. Information on the sub-type of BCC diagnosis (superficial and nodular) was not available for the BCC cases included in the current study population. As reported by Pelucchi et al. \[[@B46]\], the risk of superficial versus nodular BCC may differ by patterns of sunlight exposure. If proven true, this may minimize the differences in the effect sizes observed between BCC and SCC cases in relation to measures of patterns of sunlight exposure. The ability to detect statistically significant associations was limited by the small sample size including participants with a wide age distribution, as well as by exposure variables with multiple strata and adjustment for multiple co-factors. Additionally, sunlight exposure was not assessed at the site of BCC or SCC diagnosis, as done in previous studies \[[@B20],[@B24]\]. Depending on the site of skin cancer diagnosis, this may result in participants underestimating the amount of sunlight exposure to the site of skin cancer diagnosis which, in turn would attenuate the observed differences. The anatomical distributions of BCC and SCC on the face, ears/neck, arms/hands, or other body parts are 76% and 39%, 12% and 14%, 3% and 21%, and 9% and 27%, respectively. Among BCC and SCC cases combined, 60% of skin cancers in our study population occurred on the face. Since the face is chronically exposed to sunlight exposure regardless of the outdoor activity or type of clothing being worn, this could result in cases under-reporting their sunlight exposure. We also did not collect information on sunlight exposure during holidays or recreational activities. It is difficult to compare results across studies for the relationship between sunlight exposure and skin cancer due mainly to inconsistencies and variations in the methods used to measure sunlight exposure.

The questionnaire utilized in the current study includes questions previously validated for use in a skin cancer study conducted in Arizona, US \[[@B37]\]. However, despite the validity, there are additional challenges in exposure ascertainment by use of self-administered questionnaire that should be noted, such as recall bias, misclassification of exposure, and bias due to missing data. Case--control studies are often subject to recall bias because cases tend to think about their exposures more carefully as they might relate to their current cancer diagnosis. In addition, self-reported measures of previous sunlight exposures may result in measurement error from difficulty in remembering habits in the past. However, there is no reason to believe that the type of NMSC (i.e. BCC vs. SCC) would influence patients to think differently about their past sunlight exposure that would affect the OR comparison between BCC and SCC cases. Additionally, no significant differences in age and gender were observed between BCC and SCC cases that completed the study questionnaire and those that did not and further investigations demonstrated no bias due to missing data in the effect measures between patterns and timing of sunlight exposure in NMSC. Unlike previous studies \[[@B20],[@B24],[@B36]\], we measured intermittency of sunlight exposure in the current study by assuming that weekend hours were "non-working" hours for our study population and we were unable to estimate "lifetime" sunlight exposure or consider the amount of ambient solar irradiance received by study participants. Additionally, with regards to occupational sunlight exposure, caution should be taken when interpreting the results. More specifically, having a job in the sun for ≥3 months could involve indoor work up to 9 months of the year. However, as outlined in the introduction, intermittent sunlight exposure has been defined in previous studies as well as in the current study as sunlight exposure received mostly during non-working days (assuming non-working days is ≤2 days per week) or during a traditional 2 day weekend or while vacationing to regions with a higher UV index than an individual's place of residence. Given this definition, a job in the sun for ≥3 months is indicative of continuous sunlight exposure. However, it is also possible that having a job in the sun for ≥3 months could involve initial intermittent sunlight exposure provided the individual's occupation included indoor work during the previous 9 months. However, for individuals reporting a job in the sun for ≥3 months for \>10 years it is possible to conclude that these individuals have had high levels of continuous sunlight exposure for a minimum of 10 years. Finally, caution should be taken when interpreting the observations between age at first tanning bed use and SCC. Younger age at first tanning bed use was associated with SCC, but not BCC, and older age at first use was not associated with either skin cancer type in our study. While this observation may suggest that sunlight exposure at an earlier age is more important for SCC than BCC risk, it may also be an indicator of higher cumulative lifetime UVR exposure and as previously discussed, it has been hypothesized that continuous, lifelong sunlight exposure increases the risk for SCC.

Strengths of the current study should also be noted; it is the first case--control study to formally evaluate measures of patterns and timing of sunlight exposure in NMSC in a high risk U.S. population as well as to present findings simultaneously for both BCC and SCC, allowing for direct comparisons of patterns and timing of sunlight by skin cancer type. The controls were screened for current signs of BCC and SCC by a nurse practitioner to avoid misclassification of case--control status that may result from self-reported data. This is an important strength of our study as a portion of the screened patients were included as cases.

Understanding how sunlight exposure responses may potentially differ by NMSC type is important for better educating the public in sun safe behaviors. Simply advising a reduction in sunlight exposure will not help reduce the incidence of NMSC if changes in sunlight exposure patterns are related to skin cancer development. For example, applying sunscreen while on vacation may decrease BCC risk associated with intermittent sunlight exposure, but may not impact the risk of SCC, which may be more strongly related with continuous sunlight exposure. Additional studies are needed to highlight similarities and differences in the exposure-response relationship of patterns and timing of sunlight exposure with BCC and SCC. Furthermore, standardized methods for measuring sunlight exposure should be established to enable comparisons across different study populations.
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